Consumer markets have become increasingly competitive. Numerous measures to gauge and predict loyalty and commitment have been developed to assist management in this respect. The marketing literature contains many examples illustrating that longer relationships achieve customer retention, and have been rewarded with a considerable increase in customer net present value. Customer retention is undoubtedly a major contributor to profitability in the long term. Research shows that the most successful measures for achieving customer retention are customer delight, customer satisfaction and customer commitment. This study makes a closer exploration of customer commitment, as measured by the Conversion Model, in the South African motor vehicle industry. The findings highlight the commitment segments of the most popular motor vehicle brands in South Africa, as well the typical marketing strategies for managing the different commitment segments.
Introduction
Peter Drucker once declared that the customer is the one who determines what a business is, what it produces, and whether it will prosper (1973) . In recent years, a great deal of research has been undertaken in the field of customer management. The research mentioned above focused on the assessment of approaches that can be used by firms to manage customers as key assets (Kumar, Lemon & Parasuraman, 2006: 87) . Customer retention has become so important for businesses that it has been labeled the "Holy grail" of businesses (Coyles & Gokey, 2005: 101) . The renewed interest in customer retention could have been triggered by the work of Dawkins and Reichheld (1990) , who reported that a small increase in customer retention led to an increase in customer net present value of between 25-95 per cent across a broad spectrum of different business environments. However, other authors argue that the revenue growth and cost savings benefits of customer retention is industry-specific and is not available to firms that typically have a high turnover of customers and low exit barriers in highly competitive markets (Egan, 2000 : 381-382; Pressey & Mathews, 2001: 280) . Recently, Ang and Buttle presented a view contrary to that of these authors, namely that the focus on customer retention has led to a growing recognition that customers, like products, have a life-cycle that companies can attempt to manage. Customers are acquired, retained and can be grown in value over time (2006: 83) .
The importance of customer retention has become decisive for firms' financial performance and survival. They have therefore been trying to understand customers' "unpredictable behaviour" as far as longer-term relationships are concerned. Knox and Denison (2000) , for instance, have suggested that the transition to impersonal, self-service systems may encourage consumers to become more fickle in their shopping behaviour.
Structure of the article
The rest of the article consists of nine major sections. The first section presents an overview of the advantages of customer retention. This is followed by a brief discussion of customer delight, customer satisfaction and customer commitment as means of achieving customer retention. Thereafter, customer commitment, the focus of the article, is examined in more detail. The next two sections deal with the purpose and objectives of the study and the theory and practical application of the Conversion Model to assess and manage customer commitment. Then follow sections on the methodology and the empirical findings. The article concludes with managerial implications and limitations of the study.
Advantages of customer retention
Several streams of research have focused on customer retention. These suggest that customer retention leads to reduced sales and marketing costs on the one hand, and an increase in the opportunities for cross-selling of products and services and positive word of mouth by customers on the other (Grönroos, 1990; Reichheld, 1996; Kent & Löfmarck Vaghult, 2000; Wirtz & Lihotzky, 2003) . Various studies specifically focused on customer retention as a very important contributor to profitability in the long term (Anderson & Sullivan, 1993; Fornell, 1992 Birgelen (1998: 416-418) confirm that satisfaction has a direct and positive effect on commitment. The conclusion to be drawn from this is that satisfaction is an antecedent of commitment. In its role as an antecedent of commitment, satisfaction thus has an indirect positive effect on customer retention. This article focuses on the measurement of customer commitment as a means of assessing customer retention. It also deals with the measurement of customer commitment as a means of assessing customer retention. The Conversion Model (CM) is used to measure customer commitment.
Customer commitment
There have been numerous attempts to define commitment. It is relevant to consider some of these definitions, as they allow insight into the complexity and the various features of commitment. In earlier research, Scanzoni (1979: 87) identified commitment as the fourth phase in relationship building, and observed that it consisted of three measurable conditions, namely, inputs, durability and consistency. Inputs consist of important resources being exchanged; desirability refers to association over time between the parties concerned, whilst consistency means the extent of inputs made to maintain the association. Dwyer, Schurr and Oh (1987: 19) defined commitment as "an implicit or explicit pledge of relational continuity between exchange partners". According to Dwyer et al. (1987: 23) , commitment implies a willingness to make short-term sacrifices to realise longer-term benefits. Commitment embodies the highest stage of relational bonding, and conforms to Scanzoni's three criteria for defining commitment.
In their seminal work of 1994, Morgan and Hunt found that commitment is central to all the relational exchanges between a firm and its partners (1994: 23) . Following an extensive literature review and an empirical study, they also determined (1994: 25) that co-operation arises directly from relationship commitment.
It has also been observed that commitment is comprised of the following three components: an input or instrumental component (which represents some form of investment), an attitudinal component (which suggests a behavioural intention) and a temporal dimension (Gundlach et al., 1995: 79) . The temporal dimension refers to the time-scale of relationships or the partners' desire for relationships to continue over time.
Morgan and Hunt (1994: 23) defined commitment as "the belief of an exchange partner that the ongoing relationship with another is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it". This definition has much in common with that of Moorman, Zaltman and Despande (1992: 316), who define commitment as "an enduring desire to maintain a valued relationship". It can thus be concluded that the words "enduring desire to maintain" point to the shared conviction that a committed partner would prefer the relationship to last for an indefinite period and would therefore be willing to put in some effort to nurture the relationship. The "valued relationship" concept argues that commitment will exist only if partners are of the same opinion concerning the importance of the relationship.
While Gounaris defined commitment as "the desire for continuity manifested by the willingness to invest resources into a relationship", he also highlighted the existence of two types of commitment, namely affective and calculative commitment (2005: 127-128). The difference between affective and calculative commitment, originally identified by Mathieu and Zajac in 1990, stems from different motivations for maintaining a relationship. The motive for affective commitment appears to be a generalised sense of positive regard for and attachment to the other party. Calculative commitment, on the other hand, follows from an anticipation of high termination or switching costs associated with ending the relationship (Gounaris, 2005: 128) .
The above-mentioned definitions of commitment share the following characteristics:
• All parties involved provide inputs.
• Commitment has a long-term orientation.
• Commitment has a psychological dimension.
• The relationship is important to the parties, so they make efforts to maintain it.
To avoid possible confusion, there must be a distinction between loyalty and commitment at this point. Loyalty is, in essence, behavioural. Ceurvorst and Kitaeff (1996: 56) define loyalty as the continuous use or purchase of a brand, product or service. Continuing as a customer of a bank or airline, repurchasing the same brand of car, and buying the same brand of washing powder are typical examples of loyal behaviour. However, repetition of such behaviour does not automatically point to strong, absolute loyalty. Commitment, on the other hand, is psychological in nature. It is the power of the relationship between the individual and a brand, product, or service. The importance of the measurement of commitment to signify retention can be found in the fact that commitment can cease to exist long before it becomes evident in an individual's behaviour. In other words, a customer can become uncommitted to a brand of car long before being in the market for a new car. Similarly, a client can become uncommitted to a bank long before making a change. Hofmeyr and Rice (2000: 80) identify the following three conditions as essential if an individual or customer is to be perfectly committed to something:
(1) They must be satisfied with a product or service;
(2) They must care about the relationship and see it as important; (3) There is nothing else that appeals to them. Bettencourt, 1997) . This article hopes to make a contribution in this respect. During 2005 and 2006, the CM was used in a study of the fast food and motor vehicle industries in South Africa. The rationale for the selection of these two industries was that both are extremely competitive, while their products represent the two boundaries of low-involvement products (fast food) and high involvement products (motor vehicles). This article focuses on the application of the CM in the motor vehicle industry.
The primary objective of this study is to explore customer commitment, as measured by the CM, in the South African motor vehicle industry. A secondary purpose of the study is to report on the empirical findings in respect of the customer commitment segments for motor vehicle brands in South Africa. The latter will enable us to suggest and discuss the typical marketing strategies that could be followed in the different commitment segments.
The conversion model
This section deals with the theory underlying the CM, as well as how a practical application of the CM identifies various categories of consumers in terms of their commitment to a particular product or brand.
The theory underlying the CM
Shifts in attitudes, generally speaking, precede shifts in behaviour. A customer's commitment level can therefore be recorded as an indicator of changes in behaviour. The CM theory initially emanated from three sources, namely cognitive and social psychology, catastrophe theory and religious conversion (Ceurvorst & Kitaeff, 1996: 58) . Cognitive and social psychology theory serve as the basic foundation for the assumptions about the customers' consumption decision-making behaviour. Customers are motivated by a wide range and intricate network of needs, values, hopes and desires. A further assumption is that consumer decision-making is driven by a consumer's synthesis of assessments; that is, although consumers may contemplate numerous issues during the decision-making process, in the end they act in accordance "with a generalized impression about what is best", and "it is usually easier for someone to provide a global rating of a product than to elucidate specific reasons for buying it" (Ceurvorst & Kitaeff, 1996: 58) . Catastrophe theory provides the theoretical structure for the multifaceted relationships among the forces that create commitment. Catastrophe theory enables the explanation of the transformation of a system's dynamic structure (in this instance, the interaction of various elements of a consumer). Ceurvorst & Kitaeff (1996: 60) point out that, in physics, as well as in mathematics and sociology, catastrophe theory describes "how and when equilibrium breaks down" because it is capable of coping with complex, discontinuous relationships between causes and effects. Brandswitching is a perfect example of discontinuity in consumers' behaviour because they change their minds. The CM makes use of catastrophe theory to assess a customer's "equilibrium" or stability with a brand, product, or service and to detect at what points that stability breaks down.
The CM measures the power of the psychological relationship between individuals and all their choices about a brand in a market (Hofmeyr & Rice, 1995) . Current users of a product/service are classified in terms of how committed they are to continued use of the brand, while non-users are graded in terms of their readiness to convert to a particular product/service. The allocation of the consumers to different commitment segments (illustrated in Figure 1 ) is done with an algorithm based on the mathematics of catastrophe theory (more specifically the butterfly cusp) (Rice & Bennett, 1998: 62) . The allocation algorithm classifies respondents according to their responses on the four dimensions of satisfaction with the brand, the importance of the brand, the perception of alternatives and a respondents' degree of ambivalence. Positive and negative outranking are applied to the responses to the items representing the four dimensions. The following example illustrates a customer in the entrenched segment: If the brand used by the respondent was ideal, the choice of that brand was extremely important (this means the respondent was involved in both the category and the brand), the respondent perceived the brand to be significantly better than any other brand on the market, and was very certain (that is, not ambivalent at all) about his or her brand choice, then the respondent would be classified as "entrenched" (Rice & Bennett, 1998: 62) . In the extreme opposite position is the strongly unavailable segment consisting of non-users of a brand whose preference is unequivocally for their current choice. This is because either they are entrenched in their current brands, or, if they are open to others, the brand under study is not among them. It is not possible to provide all the possible permutations of the CM dimensions in this article, as the CM is a proprietary technique. It constructs a full overview of the psychological strength of a brand in its market and also produces a specific profile for a respondent. For each respondent, the CM produces a profile of the strength of the respondent's psychological relationship with each brand in the market.
The CM categorisation of consumers in terms of their commitment
The CM measures the extent of a consumer's level of commitment to a brand to make predictions about future brand loyalty. The CM employs four dimensions to measure levels of commitment. The first dimension of CM is the customer's satisfaction with the brand. As discussed in section 4 and based on evidence provided by many researchers, satisfaction correlates poorly with future behaviour (Keaveney, 1995; Mittal & Lassar, 1998 ; Miranda, Kónya & Havrila, 2005; Andreassen & Lindestad, 1998). Understanding satisfaction enables us to understand consumers' behaviour to some extent. Customer satisfaction falls short in two important areas. Firstly, it does not provide for the identification of customers who are at risk, and, secondly, it is unable to provide any light on non-customers (Richards, 1996: 52) . Satisfaction remains, however, an essential element in our understanding of the relationship between customers and brands, and thus of customer retention. The second dimension is the way customers perceive alternative brands. The evaluation of a brand does not happen in isolation. It amounts to a comparison with all competing brands. However, a high satisfaction score does not indicate that the relationship between the customer and the brand is secure. The third dimension of CM is how important a particular brand is to a consumer. Where brand choice is not important, it will be hard to achieve commitment. Commitment can be achieved only if both the product category, as well as brand choice, is important to a customer. The underlying assumption is that the more important the brand choice is to the customer, the more time and effort will be needed before a brand is chosen. The fourth CM dimension is the degree of the consumer's ambivalence about competing brands. The more ambivalent the customer, the greater the likelihood of the choice being delayed. Ambivalent consumers are influenced by point-of-purchase marketing stimuli, as they often decide on a particular brand only once they have reached the shop shelf.
The CM categorises consumers according to their level of commitment to a particular brand. Consequently, a consumer's relationship with every brand in the market is identified. This information enables us to identify the relative attraction of all other brands when compared with those currently being used by consumers. Respondents are then divided into users and non-users, each according to the four segments (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 25-26).
The methodology of the study
There are two parts to this section of the article. The first deals with the sample and data collection of the empirical study. The second part accounts for the ways used for measuring a consumer's commitment, as well as the basis on which consumers are allocated to the different commitment segments.
Sample and data collection of the empirical study
A structured questionnaire was used to collect data and was administered by means of personal interviews. The interviews were conducted with respondents during June 2005, using random suburb sampling to obtain a representative national sample. Suburbs were drawn from the 2001 South African census and five interviews were conducted in each selected suburb to ensure that a demographically representative sample was realised across suburbs and geographic areas. The total sample for this study was 2000 interviews, conducted in the following seven major metropolitan areas of South Africa:
The sample is proportionate to the South African population in terms of both ethnic group and gender. The geographical and racial dimensions of the sample are set out in Table 1 . Respondents were interviewed at home and had to be 18 years or older to qualify for the interview. Fully-trained interviewers working under the supervision of field managers collected the data. The respondents were interviewed by interviewers of the same race group in their home language. In order to ensure honesty and reliability, a minimum 20 per cent check-back was conducted on the total sample, with at least 10 per cent on any one interviewer's work. A total of 34 motor vehicle brands were included in the study. Annexure A contains the names of the brands.
Measurement of consumers' commitment and allocation of consumers to commitment segments
The questionnaire to measure commitment to a particular brand with the CM is comprised of four items (Rice & Bennett, 1998; Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000) . These four items and how they are measured are as follows:
• Need satisfaction: this is the extent to which consumers' needs are satisfied by a particular brand, measured on a 10-point Likert scale.
• Involvement in the category: this expresses the importance of the brand choice in the category to the consumer, measured on a 7-point Likert scale.
• Attitude to alternatives: this reflects the levels of commitment of the consumer to the brands currently being used, measured on a 7-point Likert scale.
• Intensity of ambivalence: this is the degree to which the consumer is uncertain about the brands on offer, measured on a 3-point scale.
The allocation of the consumers to different commitment segments (illustrated in Figure  1 ) is done with the algorithm based on the mathematics of catastrophe theory (more specifically the butterfly cusp), which is discussed in section 7.1 (Rice & Bennett, 1998: 62) . The allocation algorithm classifies respondents according to their responses on the four dimensions of satisfaction with the brand, the importance of the brand, the attitude to alternatives and a respondent's degree of ambivalence. The four items used to measure customer commitment produce 1470 possible responses. The individual responses to all the brands that are part of a respondent's evoked set are captured. Positive and negative outranking is applied to the responses to the items representing the four dimensions. The end value after positive and negative outranking has been applied assigns the respondent to a particular commitment segment. Figure 1 is an illustration of all the segments identified by the CM. The CM divides current users of a brand into one of four segments (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 25) :
Entrenched: users of a brand who are unlikely to switch to other brands in the near future;
Average: users of a brand who are unlikely to change in the short term, but might do so in the medium term; Shallow: these users' commitment is below average and some of them are already actively considering alternative brands; Convertible: it is highly likely that this group of users will defect to other brands.
Non-users of a brand, like users, can also be placed in one of four segments (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 26) :
Available: these non-users of the brand prefer a particular brand to their current one, and, although they have not yet switched over, they are psychologically ready for the change; Ambivalent: the brand under study and the user's current brand are equally attractive to this segment of non-users, so in essence they are available to the brand under consideration;
Weakly unavailable: non-users whose first choice lies with their current brands, though not firmly; Strongly unavailable: this group of non-users strongly prefers their current brand and will adhere to it, in the short term at least. Figure 2 illustrates the findings for all the brands included in the study. The graph clearly illustrates that commitment is rather low in the motor vehicle industry. The number of observations in Figure 2 is the total of all the responses of all 2000 respondents to all the brands they own or would consider buying according to the four items used for measuring commitment. Figure 3 illustrates the eight segments produced by the analysis of the data of the six most strongly-supported brands. The number of respondents for each of the six brands is set out in Table 2 . Figure 3 reveals the commitment strengths of the six most popular of the 34 brands studied. It also presents the percentage of current nonusers of the brands studied who might convert to a particular brand, as well as those who are not available to a particular brand. It is clear from Figure 3 that Toyota is by far the strongest motor vehicle brand in South Africa, because 24 per cent of the brand's customers are entrenched, while the second strongest brand, Volkswagen, has only 5 per cent entrenched customers. The remaining brands have 4 per cent or fewer entrenched customers. Entrenched customers are the prime customers of a brand, as they are unlikely to switch brands in the near future. These customers serve as advocates for the brand and they are likely to recommend it to others. This in turn endows the brand with valuable goodwill (Ceurvorst & Kitaeff, 1996: 60) . Table 3 is a summary of the committed, uncommitted, open and available customers of the six best supported brands. The most suitable way of managing relationships with customers varies from segment to segment. Essentially, customers who use the brand can be divided into committed (entrenched or average) or uncommitted (shallow or convertible), while non-users of the brand can be divided into those who are open to the brand (available or ambivalent) or unavailable (weakly or strongly unavailable). The non-users constitute the largest segment in this study.
Empirical findings
Relationships with committed customers are, generally speaking, the easiest to manage (Rice & Bennett, 1998:61) . This segment of customers prefers the brand and is actually fond of it, believes the advertising about it and is, on the whole, not price-sensitive. Despite this favourable attitude towards the brand, it is imperative for these customers to be continuously reminded and re-assured that they have made the right choice. When customer commitment is neglected, their relationship with the brand can deteriorate. This is especially relevant for brands like The latter is especially true of the most favoured brand on a customer's list. Most markets for consumer goods tend to be fairly stable, with substantial adjustments taking place only when new channels of distribution are introduced into the market-place (such as internet transactions) or when new significant changes are made to product categories (such as hybrid engines in motor vehicles). These "substantial" or "significant" changes result in consumers reconsidering realistic alternatives to the brands they use (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 36-37) .
There are many reasons for lack of usercommitment to a brand (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 38) . Typical sources are lack of involvement in the category or dissatisfaction with the product or service. Lack of commitment can also result from exceptionally heavy involvement with the category, as this can lead to experimenting with brands and ongoing assessments of new brands. Uncommitted consumers select the brand they can purchase with the least effort, so convenience and price are their main selection criteria.
Figure 3
Results of the conversion model study: User and non user segments Advertising does not reach these consumers, as they belong to the group running the least chance of being influenced by any advertising for the category. They block advertising, so marketing efforts should focus on point of sale and promotion activities that increase the visibility of the brand.
When consumers are uncommitted but brand choice does matter to them, the marketer faces an intimidating task. Perhaps the customer has experienced difficulties in the past. The challenge, therefore, is to establish the exact nature of the problem experienced previously and the most suitable action to be taken. The "promiscuous" consumer also belongs to this segment of consumers. A case in point is the consumers who, on a regular basis, qualify for a new company car. Brand choice is very important to such consumers, but they also experiment frequently with other brands. Experimentation is integral to the behaviour of these consumers. They read advertisements diligently, so the more information they can be given about a brand, the better.
Available non-users are not currently using a particular brand, but they are immediately available for acquisition. The extent of this segment matters when new items like microwave ovens and cell phones, for instance, are launched. Hofmeyr and Rice (2000: 39) report on a study in which the size of the non-user segment available to all brands of cell phones was so large that any focus on competition between brands was irrelevant. The fact that non-users were available to the category meant that the most accessible brand came to mind first and, if competitively priced, would be selected.
The reason that ambivalent consumers are not using a particular brand is simply because they are undecided about the brand (Ceurvorst & Kitaeff, 1996: 60) . The brand about which this segment is ambivalent is not regarded as better or worse than the brand they are currently using. Only worthwhile incentives will win these consumers over to a brand. Reduced prices, very favourable financing options or a spectacular promotion (such as the chance to get a free motor vehicle or attend a course in advanced driving) are typical incentives in this regard. Thorough research among these consumers is necessary to understand what would make them use another brand.
As indicated earlier, uncommitted users of competitor brands are non-users who are available to or ambivalent about a brand. Marketers are frequently tempted to focus more on the unavailable than on the available and ambivalent segments, because, for most brands, the unavailable segment is usually the largest segment. This is also the case with the six brands reported in Table 3 . The unavailable segment constitutes 65 per cent or more respondents for all the brands studied. The reason(s) for a consumer being unavailable to a particular brand could be one or more of the following (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 40) :
• They know of the brand, and may even have tried it, but see no reason to switch;
• They are committed to the brands they use;
• They are aware of the brand, but have a poor impression of it;
• They are unaware that the brand exists.
The latter reason for unavailability can be easily rectified. The brand must be exposed to this segment through advertising or other promotion means to encourage trial. As far as established mature brands are concerned, the most common reason for unavailability to a brand is that consumers are satisfied with their current choice (Ceurvorst & Kitaeff, 1996: 60) and see no reason for switching from their present preference. They can see nothing wrong with a competing brand, but are pleased with what their current brand offers them.
Advertising has no effect on the unavailable segment of consumers and therefore does not persuade or influence its members (Hofmeyr & Rice, 2000: 158 & 173; Rice & Bennett, 1998: 63) . The major means of persuading unavailable consumers to consider purchasing a brand is by trial. Some motor vehicle retailers send personal invitations to test-drive a new model or attend its launch. The segments recognised by the CM enable us to work out why consumers are unavailable to a brand. It enables us to take decisions and actions to acquire the unavailable segment for a particular brand in the near future.
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Managerial implications for the motor vehicle industry
Customer retention, now accepted as a vital contributor to long-term profitability, has undoubtedly become a major challenge for firms. The daunting challenge for managers is that, although customers might claim to be highly satisfied, they often change to competing brands. It is an undeniable fact that satisfied customers are not necessarily loyal customers. The CM's major advantage is that it takes into account satisfaction, the psychological significance of the brand choice to the consumer, and a comparative measure of the customer's preferred brand against the competition to measure commitment. Apart from its ability to measure retention, the CM is also effective in revealing possible sources of future business. The tasks for managing individual segments can be summarised as follows:
• Committed customers need to be continually reassured about the choice they have made.
To put consumers' minds at rest and enhance the consumption experience, frequent advertising for maintenance of the brand is imperative. When independent road tests have been undertaken by journalists or authoritative bodies, the results or the broadcasting times of such tests should be brought to customers' attention as soon as possible.
• When uncommitted customers with no particular brand preference are involved, sales staff should be trained in both technical and other knowledge about the vehicles.
• There should be ample opportunities for uncommitted customers for whom brand choice is important to lodge complaints and/or make suggestions. The "promiscuous" type in this segment requires regular advertising and websites should be updated regularly with new information. Furthermore, efforts should be made to include such customers on mailing lists.
• Available non-users are important when new models are launched. Accessibility, price and prominence in the mind are important if business is to be done with this segment.
• To attract ambivalent consumers there must be a worthwhile incentive. Recent examples of this are fixed interest rates over the period of payment, deferred payments and the inclusion of a range of accessories with standard models. The message is clear: it takes an unusual or extraordinary promotion campaign to win over ambivalent consumers to a brand.
• Unavailable segments require substantial market research to establish whether any marketing activity (strategy or tactic) could be meaningful in persuading consumers from this segment.
Limitations of the study
The interpretation and utilisation of the results demand a great deal of caution. The major reason for this is that, although the sample is representative of the entire South African population, it does not necessarily mean that the respondents are representative of typical motor vehicle consumers. In other words, the typical owners of the various motor vehicle brands might be under-represented in the sample. Motor vehicle ownership is low for the whole sample, namely 35 per cent. When researching commitment to a particular brand, it is likely that the sample would include many more than 35 per cent respondents who own a motor vehicle.
